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FLATHEAD  COUNTY  POPULATION 

Introduction 

Unlike  the  majority  of  counties  in  Montana,  Flathead  County 
experienced  an  increase  in  population  growth  from  I960  to  1970. 
Population  in  Flathead  County  increased  by  20  percent  during  the  past 
decade.   This  is  a  considerable  increase  when  you  consider  that  many 
different  aspects  of  local  government  are  strongly  correlated  with 
population  size  and  growth.   Increased  population  growth  places  greater 
demands  for  new  housing,  recreation,  shopping  facilities,  and  all  of 
the  public  facilities  and  services. 

Flathead  County  is  in  a  most  desirable  location  for  increased 
population  growth.   Urban  America  is  especially  attracted  to  the  scenic 
open  space  that  typifies  the  Flathead  Valley.   The  fact  that  10  percent 
of  the  population  growth  from  I960  to  1970  was  attributed  to  in-migration 
clearly  points  out  the  significance  for  future  population  estimates. 

For  the  past  several  years  population  growth  and  national 
population  projections  have  resulted  in  considerable  controversy.   The 
future  of  the  nation's  food  supply  and  quality  of  life  has  been 
repeatedly  linked  with  future  population  projections.   Many  communities 
in  America  have  attempted  to  place  a  ceiling  or  numerical  limitation  on 
future  population  growth.   Others  have  attempted  to  curb  or  limit 
population  growth  by  limiting  housing  and  crucial  public  services. 
Some  of  these  methods  have  been  deemed  unconstitutional,  while  others 
have  temporarily  succeeded  in  hindering  population  growth. 


The  people  of  Montana  and  Flathead  County  are  concerned  about 
fu^re  population  growth,  however,  they  seem  to  be  divided  over  the 
different  philosophies  concerning  future  population  growth.   Some 
believe  that  population  growth  should  be  limited  or  controlled,  while 
others  believe  that  any  attempt  to  limit  population  growth  would  be 
detrimental  to  economic  growth  and  prosperity. 

Perhaps  we  can  best  learn  from  the  mistakes  and  examples  of 
other  counties  and  states,   California  and  Colorado  were  virtually 
unprepared  for  the  tremendous  amount  of  population  growth  during  the 
past  decade.   Although  Montana  and  Flathead  County  may  not  suffer 
the  same  fate  as  California  or  Colorado,  the  example  of  what  can 
happen  is  clear. 

In  looking  to  the  future  of  Flathead  County,  it  might  be 
realistic  to  compromise  on  a  sensible  course  of  action.   Instead  of 
asking,  "How  can  we  stop  or  limit  population  growth?"  perhaps  a  more 
reasonable  question  is,  "How  can  we  best  plan  for  the  population 
growth  that  may  eventual ly  come?" 

Population  Since  I960 

While  kS   of  Montana's  56  counties  experienced  a  net  population 
decrease  from  I960  to  1970,  Flathead  County's  population  increased  from 
32,965  to  39,^60.   Flathead  County  was  among  the  five  fastest  growing 
counties  in  the  State,  increasing  by  20  percent.   The  State  of  Montana 
had  an  overall  growth  rate  of  2.9  percent  during  the  same  period.   The 
20  percent  increase  in  population  is  significant  in  comparison  to  the 
rate  of  increase  over  past  decades.   Table  I  provides  a  basis  for 
comparison  of  past  decades. 


TABLE 

1 

FLATHEAD  COUNTY 

POPULATION 

YEAR 

POPULATION 

%   CHANGE 

1940 
1950 
I960 
1970 
1974 

24,271 
31,495 
32,965 
39,460 
43,468--v 

29°^ 
k% 

201 
3% 

*   Estimated  1974  County  Population,  APO  Staff 
Source:   USDA  and  APO  Staff 

As  noted  above,  the  County  experienced  a  tremendous  amount  of 
growth  between  1940  to  1950.   This  was  largely  due  to  the  construction 
of  Hungry  Horse  Dam  in  the  late  40's.   From  1950  to  I960  the  County 
population  increased  by  only  4  percent  in  10  years.   By  this  time 
construction  of  the  dam  had  been  completed  and  large  numbers  of 
residents  were  migrating  from  the  County. 

Estimated  population  for  Flathead  County  in  1974  was  43,468 
people.   This  is  a  9  percent  increase  from  39,460  in  1970.   This 
would  be  an  increase  of  22.5  percent,  or  roughly  53,000  people  by 
1980. 

The  three  largest  communities,  Kalispell,  Whitefish  and 
Columbia  Falls,  have  absorbed  the  majority  of  incoming  residents 
moving  to  Flathead  County.   Table  2  shows  the  communi t ies'  population 
and  percentage  of  change  since  1940. 


TABLE  2 

POPULATION  OF  CITIES  WITHIN  FLATHEAD  COUNTY 

19^0      1950      I960  1970  197^ 

Kalispell           8,2^5     9,737      10,151  10,526  11,293- 

Whitefish           2,602      3,268      2,965  3,349  3,5l6^v 

Columbia  Falls         637      1,232       2,132  2,652  2,937" 


%   CHANGE  1960-1970  %   CHANGE  1970-197^ 


Ka  1  i  s  pe ]  I 
Whi  tef ish 
Columbia  Fal Is 


"Population  Estimate,  197^,  APO  Staff 
Source:   USDA 
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From  i960  to  1970  the  communities  of  Columbia  Falls  and  Whitefish 
experienced  growth  rates  of  Ih.U   percent  and  13  percent  respectively, 
while  Kalispell  increased  by  only  3.7  percent.   The  increase  in  popula- 
tion is  easily  recognizable  by  the  increase  in  industrial,  commercial 
services  and  recreational  developments.   Presently,  Kalispell  is 
increasing  at  a  rate  of  1.75  percent  per  year.   Whitefish  is  holding 
steady  at  1  percent  per  year,  while  Columbia  Falls  is  growing  at  a  rate 
of  2.5  percent  each  year. 

Because  of  existing  community  jurisdictional  boundaries,  an 
estimate  of  the  1974  population  was  tabulated  for  each  area.   Table  3 
illustrates  the  population  distribution  among  the  jurisdictional  areas. 


TABLE  3 
PLANNi  JG  AREA  POPULATION  DISTRIBUTION 


Kalispell  Jurisdictional  Area 
Whitefish  Jurisdictional  Area 
Columbia  Falls  Jurisdictional  Area 
Flathead  County  Jurisdictional  Area 

TOTAL  COUNTY  POPULATION 


Source:  APO  Staff 


197^  POPULATION  ESTIMATES 

20,626 

7,1^7 

5,395 
10,300 

43,^68 


Unfortunately,  there  are  no  reliable  population  figures  for  the 
jurisdictional  areas  prior  to  197^.   However,  all  of  the  jurisdictions 
have  received  substantial  population  increases  outside  their  city  limits. 
The  County  population  estimate  for  197^  was  adjusted  by  subtracting 
13  percent  from  the  original  estimate,  taking  into  account  all  seasonal, 
migratory  and  unoccupied  housing  units.   City  and  jurisdictional  area 
population  estimates  were  based  upon  the  number  of  housing  units, 
multiplied  by  the  average  number  of  people  per  dwelling  unit  derived 
f  --I  the  1970  census.   Table  k    lists  ratios  used  in  determining 
population  estimates  for  197^. 

TABLE  A 
POPULATION  PER  DWELLING  UNIT  RATIOS 


AREA 

Kal ispel 1  Ci  ty  Limi  ts 
Kalispell  Jurisdictional  Area 
Whitefish  Ci  ty  Limi  ts 
Whitefish  Jurisdictional  Area 
Columbia  Falls  City  Limits 
Columbia  Falls  Jurisdictional  Area 
Flathead  County  Jurisdictional  Area 


AVERAGE  NUMBER 
OF  PEOPLE  PER  DWELLING  UNIT 

3.03 

3.4 

2.88 

3. A 

3. A 

3.36 

3.h 


Source:   US  Census  Bureau  1970 
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FLATHEAD  COUNTY 
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FLATHEAD  COUNTY  BIRTH  RATE  -  I960- 1973 
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"  Natural  Increase  =  Number  of  Resident  Births  Minus  Number  of  Resident  Deaths. 

Source:   Bureau  of  Research  and  Statistics,  Department  of  Health  and  Environmental 
Sciences 


What  is  perhaps  most  startling  about  the  past  decade  is  thi 
declining  birth  rate.   Graphs  1  and  lA  illustrate  the  number  oi  births, 
deaths  and  the  birth  rate  since  I960.   In  I960  the  natural  increase 
in  population  was  k]k   people,  while  in  1973  the  natural  increase 
amounted  to  200  people.   Equally  significant  has  been  the  County  birth 
rate  since  I960.   The  birth  rate  in  I960  was  22.8  births  per  1,000 
population,  compared  to  14.8  in  1973-   This  is  an  overall  decline  of 
35  percent  in  number  of  births  per  1,000  people  since  I960. 

Because  of  the  declining  birth  rate  and  natural  increase,  much 
more  significance  is  placed  upon  migration.   Information  supplied  by 
the  State  of  Montana  Information  Bureau  estimates  a  net  1970  migration 
of  3,'405  for  Flathead  County.   Graphs  2,  2A  and  2B  illustrate  net  1970 
migration  by  sex  and  age  groups.   As  expected,  the  age  groups  15-19, 
1^        20-24  and  25-29  have  experienced  either  no  increase  or  have  decrease" 
sharply  by  out-migration.   The  largest  out-migration  is  the  20-24  age 
group  for  both  male  and  female.   This  is  largely  due  to  military, 
educational  and  employment  opportunities  that  are  outside  the  County  or 
State. 

All  other  age  groups  showed  increases  due  to  i n-mi grat ion. 
Age  groups  5-9,  10-14,  30-34  and  35-39  accounted  for  the  majority  of 
increase  by  age  groups.   The  age  groups  reflecting  the  retired  and 
elderly  also  showed  expected  increases.   The  overall  net  migration  can 
be  explained  by  the  increase  in  industrial,  commercial,  recreation, 
professional  services  and  government  sectors  of  the  economy. 
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Looking  To  The  Future 

The  Montana  State  Information  Systems  Bureau  has  calculated 
several  population  projections  for  Flathead  County.   Each  projection 
is  based  upon  a  particular  migration  assumption.   Graph  3  illustrates 
the  different  assumptions  along  with  a  study  by  the  Bonneville  Power 
Administration.   Using  the  adjusted  population  estimates  for  197^, 
the  County  population  is  similar  to  the  25  percent  increase  in 
migration  and  the  I960  to  1970  migration  trend  assumptions. 

Tables  5  and  6  show  the  State  projections  using  the  assumptions 
of  i960  to  1970  migration  trends  and  25  percent  increase  in  migration. 
The  County  population  projections  for  1975,  ^3,377  and  44,102  are 
close  to  the  mid-1974  estimates  calculated  by  the  APO  staff.   By 
applying  these  same  assumptions  to  the  jurisdictional  areas,  Table  7 
shows  the  estimates  for  future  population  growth. 

It  is  important  to  realize  that  population  projections  are 
estimates  of  future  population  and  not  predictions.   Future  population 
may  increase  or  decrease  depending  upon  life  style,  mobility,  birth 
rate,  state  of  the  economy,  fuel  shortages,  urban  pressures  and  many 
more.   The  estimates  were  based  upon  a  housing  unit  count,  1970  census 
ratios,  past  and  present  trends,  fertility  and  survival  rates.   A 
change  by  any  one  of  these  factors  could  alter  future  population. 
It  is  unlikely  that  the  County  will  continue  growing  at  the 
same  pace  it  has  since  1970.   The  unemployment  rate  in  March,  1974 
was  12.6  percent  and  in  June,  1974  the  rate  was  11  percent.   A  high 
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TABLE  5 

POPULATION  PROJECTIONS  FOR  FLATHEAD  COUNTY 
ASSUMPTION:   CONTINUED  1960-1970  MIGRATION  TRENDS 


AGE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

YEARS 

1975 

1980 

1975 

1980 

0  - 

L 

1.837 

2,149 

1,763 

2.055 

5  - 

q 

2,474 

2,8l8 

2.239 

2,552 

10  - 

{k 

2,372 

2,129 

2,327 

2,033 

15  - 

19 

2,149 

2,232 

2,105 

2,049 

20  - 

2h 

1,214 

1,448 

1,392 

1.637 

25  - 

29 

1,415 

1,790 

1.499 

1,978 

30  - 

3A 

1,339 

1,684 

1,378 

1.679 

35  - 

39 

1,209 

1,536 

1,270 

1.510 

ko  - 

kk 

1,204 

1,267 

1,220 

1.353 

A5  - 

hS 

1,152 

1,113 

1 ,141 

1,138 

50  - 

54 

1,188 

1,201 

1 ,182 

1,147 

55  - 

59 

998 

1,033 

1.013 

1,072 

60  - 

6k 

904 

1,047 

924 

1,094 

65  - 

69 

699 

808 

771 

895 

70  - 

7k 

506 

584 

587 

659 

75  - 

79 

399 

378 

452 

481 

80  and 

Over 

494 

525 

561 

571 

TOTALS 


21 ,553 


23,742 


21 ,824 


23.903 


TABLE  6 

°OPULATION  PROJECTIONS  FOR  FLATHEAD  COUNTY 
ASSUMPTION:   25%  INCREASE  IN  NET  MIGRATION  DURING  1970-1980 


AGE 

MALE 

FEMALE 

YEARS 

1975 

1980 

1975 

1980 

0  - 

4 

1,880 

2,264 

1,793 

2,135 

5  - 

9 

2.530 

2.967 

2,276 

2,651 

10  - 

14 

2.413 

2,238 

2.365 

2,132 

15  - 

19 

2,150 

2,235 

2,106 

2,050 

20  - 

24 

1.296 

1.667 

1,460 

1,818 

25  - 

29 

1.425 

1.815 

1,501 

1,983 

30  - 

34 

1,403 

1.857 

1,425 

1,805 

35  - 

39 

1,251 

1,647 

1,304 

1 ,601 

40  - 

44 

1,223 

1.316 

1,240 

1,406 

45  - 

49 

1,167 

1,152 

1,146 

1,153 

50  - 

54 

1  ,201 

1,234 

1,187 

1,160 

55  - 

59 

1,000 

1,038 

1 ,016 

1,081 

60  - 

64 

913 

1,072 

928 

1,103 

65  - 

69 

709 

834 

777 

911 

70  - 

74 

511 

596 

587 

659 

75  - 

79 

402 

387 

455 

^87 

80  and 

Over 

497 

534 

565 

580 

TOTALS 


21,971 


24,853 


22,131 


24,715 


Source  for  Tables  5  and  6; 


Information  Systems  Bureau,  Department  of 
Intergovernmental  Relations 


TABLE  7 
ESTIMATES  OF  FUTURE  POPULATION 

AREA  1975     1980     1985     1990 

Continued  1960-1970  Migration  Trends 

Kalispell  Jurisdictional  Area        20,495    22,512    24,696    27,110 
Kalispell  City  Limits  (11,278)   (12,388)   (13,589)   (I4,9l8) 

Whitefish  Jurisdictional  Area 
Whitefish  City  Limits 

Columbia  Falls  Jurisdictional  Area 
Columbia  Fal Is 

Flathead  County  Jurisdictional  Area 

TOTALS 


25^  Increase  In  Migration 

Kalispell  Jurisdictional  Area        20,838    23,421    26,325    29,589 
Kalispell  City  Limits  (11,467)   (12,888)   (^4,486)   (l6,282) 

Whitefish  Jurisdictional  Area 
Whitefish  City  Limits 

Columbia  Falls  Jurisdictional  Area 
Columbia  Falls  City  Limits 

Flathead  County  Jurisdictional  Area 

TOTALS 


7,048 
(3,470) 

7,742 
(3,812) 

8,493 
(4.181) 

9,323 
(4,590) 

5,316 
(3,036) 

5,837 
(3,335) 

6,404 
(3.659) 

7,030 
(4,016) 

10,518 

11,554 

12,674 

13,914 

43,377 

47,645 

52,267 

57,377 

7,166 
(3,528) 

8,055 
(3.965) 

9,053 
(4.457) 

10,176 
(5,010) 

5,403 
(3,087) 

6,072 
(3,470) 

6,826 
(3,900) 

7,672 
(4,384) 

10,695 

12,020 

13,510 

15,186 

44,102 

49,568 

55,714 

62,623 

1974  Estimates 


Kalispell  Jurisdictional  Area  20,626 

Kalispel 1  City  Limits  (11 ,293) 

Whitefish  Jurisdictional  Area  7,l47 

Whitefish  City  Limits  (3,516) 

Columbia  Falls  Jurisdictional  Area  5,395 

Columbia  Falls  City  Limits  (2,937) 

Flathead  County  Jurisdictional  Area  10,300 

TOTAL  43,468 


rate  of  unemployment  may  discourage  in-migration  and  force  some 
out-migration.   A  recent  census  bureau  report  stated  that  31.8  percent 
of  all  Americans  changed  residence  during  a  three  year  period  ending 
March,  1973  compared  to  a  change  rate  of  60  percent  for  any  three  years 
in  I960.   A  decrease  in  mobility  could  alter  net  migration  figures. 
Because  of  the  declining  birth  rates,  many  demographers  predict  that 
between  1970  and  I98O  school-aged  children  5-9  years  of  age  will 
decl ine  by  15  percent. 

A  continuation  of  the  fuel  shortage  as  was  experienced  in  197if 
could  alter  population  growth.   It  is  estimated  that  about  one-half 
of  the  employees  at  Anaconda  Aluminum  Company  and  the  Plum  Creek 
lumber  mill  live  in  the  City  of  Columbia  Falls.   A  serious  fuel 
shortage  could  prompt  many  employees  to  relocate  closer  to  work,  thus 
creating  a  significant  impact  on  Columbia  Falls. 

However,  additional  industrial  development  could  result  in 
increased  net  migration.   Further  study  should  be  coupled  with  an 
economic  analysis  for  better  understanding  of  future  population 
estimates.   It  is  also  advised  that  the  population  projections  be 
revised  annually  to  accommodate  numerous  change  factors. 


